Summary
There has been little interest until recently in the question of whether social work has the characteristics of an academic discipline. This article offers a synopsis of issues arising from a review of social work and social care research funded through the Social Care Institute for Excellence (SCIE). Following a brief scene setting, the first main section of the article gives a synopsis of the social work and social care community's experience and judgements regard ing their engagement with the research council. In the second part of the article, we review relevant policies, structures and trends from an ESRC and social science perspective. We focus on the development of research programmes, followed by an outline of the delivery and implementation of programmes.
In the final section, we review the issues, themes and directions that emerged from the project. These include judgements of research relevance, research users, research utilization, the social work contribution to the development of research methods, inter-disciplinary research, the question of whether there are distinctive attributes of social work research, research capacity, career building, priority setting, and the outcomes of social work funding bids. We also reflect on the development and delivery of research programmes, and the implications of the invisibility of social work research within the ESRC. Disciplines within universities are not fixed and abiding realities. 'Recog nizing' social work is a dynamic, socially negotiated process, shaped by the construction and ordering of knowledge claims within social work and social science communities, and reflecting power differentials that are mediated through structural mechanisms that tend Is there any evidence to support the concern sometimes expressed that social work bids rated as of a high standard by the ESRC are less likely to receive funding than highly rated bids from other social science disciplines?
The point at issue here is whether a proportion of social work bids may be rated as high as non-social work bids, but at the final committee decision taking stage lose out through some structural discrimination mechanism.
Of the 2538 bids listed in the data supplied by the ESRC, fifteen (0.6 per cent) 
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The number of identifiable successful social work bids is very small.
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In regard to the possibility that social work 'A'-rated bids are less likely to be funded than other similarly rated bids, taking the cluster of social work, social care and welfare policy as a group, the rate of non-funded 'A'-rated bids is almost identical to that for the whole sample.
An important insight on this last point was provided in our interviews with ESRC staff. We asked if they thought there was any evidence to support the suggestion that Alpha-rated social work bids were less likely to get funded than Improved diagnostics for multilevel model specification.
Dissemination
Respondents were asked about the dissemination and utilisation of project find
ings. There was a general sense that linkages of this kind are typically seen as a function lying beyond the project (e.g. 'we don't do dissemination'). We also The latter view echoes some of the comments made to us, and reported earlier in this article, by the social work community. Applications, it was suggested, were likely to be read by specialists, e.g. economists, sociologists or psycholo gists, who misunderstood the inter-disciplinary nature of much social care research, and who understood it through the limited lenses of their own disci plines. Two different kinds of points were made in this context. To some, the ESRC 'seem more interested in social policy issues than in strictly social work One implication is that disciplines within universities are not fixed and abiding realities. 'Recognizing' social work is a dynamic, socially negotiated process, shaped by the construction and ordering of knowledge claims within social work and social science communities, and reflecting power differentials that are medi ated through structural mechanisms that tend to exclude new 'claimants' such as social work. Given the majority assumptions about discipline boundaries held within established social science, the extent of any ignorance of social work within that wider social science field is unlikely to be easily recognized. We cited the acknowledgement from within that the ESRC has not been able to say, 'this is our portfolio of social work research' because information has not been col lected in that way. There is an ambiguity close to the heart of the ESRC. To reit erate, on the one hand it is believed within the council that allegations that this or that discipline loses out in the funding decision-making process are 'a triumph of perception over reality', and that the data do not support the case for discrim
ination. Yet it is also accepted that non-recognized disciplines such as social work do not 'count' within the ESRC system and hence evidence is always inferred from stand-in, surrogate data that is, as we have illustrated, inadequate.
In tune with our understanding that the social work community should engage with ESRC research, there are various ways in which research programmes and
